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eighteenth century it was but one-third of that in France.
The shortage of hands in the textile manufactures, combined
with the comparatively high standard of wages, furnished
English producers with an inducement to avail themselves
of mechanical methods which would economize in the use
of labour—a similar motive was not present in the same
degree on the Continent.    They had further incentives for
the introduction of machinery in the shortcomings of the
old hand-yarn products since manual spinning had many
defects, and in the rise of trade unionism which strengthened
the hope of liberating employers from their dependence upon
labour, r In the fourth place, the home market catered for a
population among whom property was widely diffused, and
whose standard of comfort was substantial without being
luxurious.    Side by side with a widespread  middle class
which consisted of manufacturers, traders and farmers, there
ranged the better-paid sections of artisans and peasants.
Voltaire on his visit to our country in the early eighteenth
century was struck by the fact that " the feet of the peasants
are not bruised by wooden shoes ; they eat white bread, are
well-clothed " x ;   and he could have added that they were
learning to drink tea.    Hume, who considered that " a too
great disproportion [of wealth] among the citizens weakens
any State1', drew attention to " the great advantage of Eng-
land above any nation " in this respect, and he spoke of
the * riches ' of her artisans *.    Unlike France, the .fabric of
English society was composed of numerous layers which
bridged the gulf between rich and poor, and made it relatively
easy to move up in the social scale into a higher grade.    A
writer in 1767 remarked that " in England the several ranks
of men slide into each other almost imperceptibly ;   and a
spirit of equality runs through every part of the constitution.
Hence arises a strong emulation in all the several stations
and conditions to vie with each other ;   and a perpetual
restless ambition in each of the inferior ranks to raise them-
selves to the level of those immediately above them.    In
such a state as this fashion must have an uncontrolled sway.
1 Voltaire, Letters concerning the English Nation (ed. 1733), 68.
* Hume, Essays (ed. Green & Grose), i. 296—297.

